The Bible and salvation – II

Isaiah 53   Acts  17:1-15

G.K. Chesterton once said, “When people no longer believe in God, they do not believe in nothing. They believe in anything.” But in fact, it’s worse than that. When people cease to believe in God they will be inflamed to go against anything good that they might still profess to believe in, as we shall see from this story this morning and as we can illustrate from life in New Zealand today. And the reason for that is this: it is utterly unreasonable not to believe in God. When people disbelieve in God deliberately and knowledgeably, against the evidence, they are simply doing it out of prejudice. And God judges them and hardens their hearts and eventually drives them to the logical end of their unbelief; and it is never pretty. 
Jesus said once, “You believe the testimony of men.” Of course we do. We believe what other people say all the time and usually very reasonably and Jesus had no argument with that. But he went on and said, “The testimony of God is greater.” Necessarily, because it is the testimony of God. So why then do you not believe God’s word? is Jesus’ implication. The reason people do not believe God’s word is not because they are not convinced by the truth of it. It is because they are prejudiced. If you are not a believer here this morning, it is because you are prejudiced; it is because you do not want to believe in God. 
The theme of our passage this morning, and we began to look at it last week, is this: God leads his church by his Spirit to faith in the Lord Jesus Christ through acceptance of his word. 
We are used to what Jesus said in John chapter three: “Unless you are born again by the Holy Spirit you cannot see the kingdom of God, let alone enter it. Nicodemus, you need to be born again.” But the Holy Spirit does not work without material in hand. He doesn’t make bricks without straw, as it were. The Holy Spirit uses the word of God to bring us to faith, even as Peter tells us in 1 Peter chapter 1, “You have been born again by the living and abiding word of God.” 
God therefore holds his word in very high regard. In Psalm 138 we even read this statement; “You, Lord, have magnified your word above your Name.” And when we remember the Ten Commandments we find that God holds his Name in very high regard, for the third commandment says, “You shall not take the Name of the Lord your God in vain.” And only the third commandment, along with the second commandment about worship, has a penalty directly attached to it: “The Lord will not hold him guiltless who takes his Name in vain.” There is a special penalty attached to the way we use God’s Name and God has magnified his word above his Name! 
Congregation, how do we treat the word of God? Do we read it, daily, carefully, prayerfully, meditating on it, turning it over in our minds, trying – and asking God to enable us – to understand it? For it is only by his word that we can really know God. It is only by the Holy Spirit using the word that we can be born again and be saved. If we do not honour God’s word we will end up, if not us, then definitely our descendants at some point, going directly and completely against it. We will find ourselves fallen into the grossest and most revolting sins and we will approve of those gross sins and we will honour those who do them. 
Jesus said, “You are either for me or against me.” There is no middle ground. And if we are against him we will gradually become more self-consciously and consistently against him and we will end up being radically and viciously against him. We saw that last century, did we not, under Nazism and Communism? It is happening again today, only this time it is in New Zealand and the whole western world. 
What we are doing here this morning – worshipping God and hearing his word – is the greatest activity that mankind can engage in; and the most dangerous. It is not possible to hear God’s word without making a decision about it. We must and we will, even if by default, make a decision about the word of God as we listen to it. 
“When they had travelled through Amphipolis and Apollonia, they came to Thessalonica, where there was a synagogue of the Jews. And according to Paul’s custom, he went to them, and for three Sabbaths reasoned with them from the Scriptures, explaining and giving evidence that the Christ had to suffer and rise again from the dead, and saying, This Jesus whom I am proclaiming to you is the Christ,” the Messiah prophesied in the Old Testament (vv.1-3).

As we saw last week, Paul did two things in this message. 
First of all, he proclaimed Jesus, the man Jesus, that wonderful man, Jesus of Nazareth whom even his enemies find themselves forced to acknowledge that he was a good man. Very, very few people find fault with Jesus so far as his life and character are concerned. 
But Paul does something else. He reasons with these Jewish people from the Scriptures which they claimed to accept as the word of God. There was never any argument between Jesus and the Jews about that, nor between Paul and the Jews on that point. “He explains to them … that this Jesus, whom I am proclaiming to you is the Christ” whom you have been waiting for for centuries. He does this by “giving evidence that the Christ, when he came, had to suffer and die and rise again from the dead.” I pointed out last week that the word Paul uses means to lay alongside. Paul put down the prophecies of things that had to happen to the Christ, especially about his sufferings, in one column; and then he put down the various events in Jesus’ life, especially his sufferings, in another column; and he showed that the prophecies of the Messiah’s life and Jesus of Nazareth’s actual life told the same story. And Paul said, “This is that; Jesus of Nazareth is the Messiah prophesied in the Old Testament.” 
He did the same thing in Berea, verse10. It’s not spelled out in detail but it is to the same point. That was Paul’s habit. That was what he did everywhere he went. But he got two vastly different responses. 
#
In Thessalonica, we read, “Some of them were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, along with a large number of the God-fearing Greeks and a number of the leading women.” 
#
In Berea it was the opposite way round. Again he was preaching in the synagogue of the Jews, so primarily Jews were his audience, and “many of them believed, along with a number of prominent Greek women and men.”
- in Thessalonica some Jews but a great multitude of Greeks believed; 
- in Berea many Jews, along with a number of Greeks believed. 
We need to look at this and I want to do so under two points. First of all: 
1.
The terrible consequences of unbelief
The Jews in Thessalonica were like Jews everywhere, or nearly everywhere. They were looking for the Messiah promised in the prophecies of the Old Testament, their Scriptures, the very Scriptures that Paul reasoned with them from and used to prove that Jesus of Nazareth was that Messiah, that Christ. Why didn’t they believe when Paul laid out those prophesies and showed that Jesus’ life fulfilled them, and proved therefore he was the Messiah? It wasn’t a lack of evidence; the evidence was clear. The reason was sin, pure and simple, the same as we’ve already seen in Pisidian Antioch in chapter 13. 
“But the Jews,” verse five, “becoming jealous and taking along some wicked men from the market place, formed a mob and set the city in an uproar and coming upon the house of Jason, they were seeking to bring them out to the people.” 
Sometimes when the Bible speaks about people who don’t accept the gospel and bow to Jesus Christ, it doesn’t speak about them as merely disbelieving. It speaks about them as disobeying the gospel. They do not believe not because the gospel is not clear. They do not believe because believing would require them to leave off their sin. And the sin in this case is just old-fashioned jealousy. That was the problem in Jerusalem as well. “Pilate knew,” we read, “that for jealousy they had delivered Jesus over to him.” 
Unbelief is simply another sin in the list of all the sins that we commit. But what I want you to see especially this morning is what unbelief does to a person. These people were Jews. Our Old Testament was their Scripture. They believed it to be the word of God. They were therefore looking for the Messiah it prophesied. They were looking for the very Messiah Paul said Jesus was but they wouldn’t believe Paul’s message. 
Why? Because of the sin of jealousy. Yes, but partly also because they were not looking for a suffering Messiah. They were looking for a victorious Messiah, a Messiah who would be a great military commander, who would come into Jerusalem on a white charger with armies behind him and destroy the Romans; indeed, who would destroy the Romans everywhere and set up Israel as a world empire instead. So prejudiced were their minds with these purely earthly ambitions they refused to recognise Jesus as the Messiah when he came. Yet they recognized that there were some prophecies that spoke about a suffering Messiah. Some even thought there might be two Messiahs – a suffering Messiah and a victorious Messiah.
 Well why could they not then accept Jesus of Nazareth as the suffering Messiah and the victorious Messiah could come later? Perhaps their jealousy came into play here as well. They were incensed at being under the heel of Rome, and of course one can understand that. But they were jealous of Rome. Israel was supposed to be the head of the nations, not the tail, as was the case now. 
So they go down to the local market and into Riots-Are-Us where they hire some demonstrators. They “form them into a mob and set the city in an uproar” (v.5). Then they have the audacity to accuse Paul and Silas of turning the world upside down! But that would not be the only hypocrisy. They charged the Christians with “acting contrary to the decrees of Caesar, saying there is another king, Jesus” (v.7).
 That was an accusation of treason against the Roman state. That was a most serious charge. The mere accusation of treason had ruined many a man.
 
Firstly, they knew very well that Christianity spoke of a spiritual kingdom and it was not primarily interested in the kingdoms of this world. Jesus had refused to align himself with any Jewish political faction. They would have known about his words, “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s.” 
But more importantly, a military and political king, a rival on the stage of this world, a Messiah who would in fact turn the world upside down was exactly the kind of Messiah they wanted and were looking for! So much so that their desires for a victorious Messiah who would defeat the Roman emperor blinded their minds to their own Scriptures that they couldn’t recognize the real Messiah when he came. 
The real reason they looked for a victorious Messiah and not a suffering Messiah was because the suffering Messiah came to deal with sin. Isaiah 53 is too clear about that. And Israel, like us all, did not want to admit that it was sinful and that it needed to be saved from sin. Every human being on the planet will do absolutely anything to avoid owning up to sin. 
So the Jews in Thessalonica end up doing just what the Jews in Jerusalem did. “We will not have this man to reign over us. We have no king but Caesar.” And in their blindness these Thessalonian Jews actually deny their own hopes for a Messiah, a Messiah who is another king to overthrow and replace Caesar; and instead “they pose as the most loyal subjects of Caesar” (Lenksi). 
That is what sin does if we do not repent of it early, congregation. It hardens us and it makes us perverse. We become so blind we end up denying what we profess to believe and we will even align ourselves with our own enemies; even as we have in New Zealand a feminist government promoting and legalizing prostitution! The very thing you would have thought feminists would never do! – promote the abuse of women. Why? Because they don’t have a genuine interest in promoting the welfare of women; or anyone else. They are simply jealous of what they haven’t had in the past – power. And absolutely anything that will promote their own power and authority they will do. In the end they are motivated by hatred of God rather even than love for humanity. 
That was the Jews’ problem. That is what sin and self-conscious rejection of God does. That is what Paul told us in Romans chapter one it does. When we reject the knowledge of God and suppress it in unrighteousness and exchange the truth of God for a lie, professing ourselves to be wise, instead we become foolish and we worship the creature – any part of creation will do, especially ourselves – and God judges us. He gives us over. And even when we see God judging us, we continue in our sin and approve of it. 
People of God, nobody rejects God with more knowledge and therefore greater responsibility and blame than people in the church, people like you and me. James says, “Lust, when it has conceived gives birth to sin” – and don’t quickly think of lust as sexual desire. We can lust after anything, even our own way, to be our own boss, to rule our own lives, thinking we are capable and good enough to do without God; and that reminds us therefore that unbelief is sin. Unbelief is not an intellectual matter; it’s a moral matter. “Lust, when it has conceived gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is finished, brings forth death.” 
So what are we doing then with the word of God, that God honours above his Name, for his word is God speaking to us? Will we dare to disobey the word of the Almighty? Will we, in a sense even worse, just walk on by and ignore it as if it’s not worthy of our attention? “He who is not with me is against me.” There is no middle ground. 
Secondly, we see in this story 
2.
The wonderful blessing of joyful acceptance
Paul went on from Thessalonica and preached in Berea. The gospel got quite a different reception there. In Berea “many Jews believed, along with a number of prominent Greek women and men.”
 In verse 11 we read, “Now these (Jews in Berea) were more noble-minded than those in Thessalonica, for they received the word with great eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see whether these things were so. Many of them therefore believed.” 
I’ve checked all the words here and they all mean what they ordinarily mean. There is nothing fancy about them; there are no meanings in the Greek that don’t come out in English. 
#
Noble-minded is just that. A noble, of course, is somebody of high rank; an aristocrat, a blue-blood! Noble-minded means to have a greatness of mind or character. A noble-minded person is not mean; they are generous; they grant the best motives. 
#
“They received the Word eagerly,” these people. They gave it a fair and honest hearing. They accepted it. They took it in with a good will. They accepted it without prejudice. They considered it well, whether it could be true. That’s what these noble-minded Berean Jews did. But they didn’t do it uncritically. 
#
They examined Paul’s message, or rather, they examined the Scriptures to see if Paul’s message was so. Paul had sought to show them that the Messiah, when he came, had to suffer and die and rise from the dead. These Jews took Paul’s message and they themselves laid it down in one column and the prophecies in another column to see if the two matched up. 
The Reformers called this the right of private judgment. In the old church, the church of the Middle-Ages which since the Reformation we know as the Roman Catholic Church,
 thought it rather dangerous for the ordinary people to have a Bible. They taught – and they still really teach – that only the church can understand the Bible; and the ordinary people should accept what the church tells them. I have a Roman Catholic writer on my shelf; he’s a Jesuit and he says this, 
  The Roman Catholic considers that he has cogent reasons for holding that the Roman Church is guaranteed by God to teach him only what is true and command him only what is right. He has then but to discover what she teaches and commands and he will proceed to believe and obey. Not only when the person has no feelings about it but even when he may feel in complete opposition to what the Church teaches, he will still do it.
 
We call that implicit faith: believe the church and you implicitly believe God. The Bible doesn’t agree. Luke, inspired by the Holy Spirit, calls these Bereans noble-minded for checking out the Apostle Paul, no less. 
But it is not just a right of private judgement; it’s a responsibility. You see, one day each one of us is going to appear before God and when that happens it’s going to be just me and God; just you and God. And God is not going to ask, Did you believe the church? He’s not going to ask, Did you believe the minister? He’s not going to ask, Did you believe your parents? He’s going to ask, “What did you do with Jesus who is called the Christ?” 
For you to do anything with Jesus Christ, other than reject him, you must know something about him. I can help you with that and so can your parents and so can your catechism teacher. But in the end, you have to think it through for yourself and you have to make a decision about Jesus Christ for yourself. And the only authority and the only basis you can have for making that decision is what God says to us in his own word. And if it is really God speaking through his word, then there is only one answer. 
So, all of us – adults, young people, children – have you read and studied this Book and made a decision? It’s good when I see people bringing their own Bibles to church and flicking through it as I preach, checking me out, because we read that the Bereans “examined the Scriptures whether these things were so and therefore,” having examined them for themselves, they “therefore believed’ (verse 12). They believed as a result of hearing and examining the Scriptures. 
Congregation, when we hear the word of God, are we going to react to it out of our long-held pre-conceptions? – in which case we only show ourselves to have closed minds and to be prejudiced. But even if we attempt to ignore it we are in fact making a decision about it; it’s not worthy of us. That is a rejection. Or are we really going to listen to what it is saying and believe it and accept it? And accept the wonderful salvation that it offers to us in that wonderful man, Jesus of Nazareth? 
 Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 22nd July, 2007
�  Lenski asks a very good question about another form of Jewish Messianic hopes: if the suffering Servant (the Messiah) is the Jewish nation and not an individual, if the Jewish nation is the Messiah of the world (as was often thought), who is the Messiah of the Jewish nation? – for the prophets promised the Messiah was for Israel first!


�  Bruce notes that the charge amounted to calling them political messianic agitators. It was a very clever charge: probably Christians did call Jesus (, king, a term by which the Greeks of the East would refer to the Emperor (the more usual Greek equivalent to the Latin imperator was . See 1 Thes.1:9f; Jn 19:12; 1 Pe.2:13,17. Stott also notes that they were causing a radical social upheaval. Cf. the reference to the Egyptian terrorist in 21:38 who “started a revolt.” It was high treason, even as Jesus was accused of “subverting the nation,” L.23:2.


� We could also note again Luke’s careful use of terms. In Thessalonica the magistrates are called politarchs; in Philippi, praetors; both peculiar to those places at those times. See Stott. For completeness, it would appear that Jason’s bond implied a guarantee that Paul would go elsewhere & not return – cf. 1 Thes.2:18. The Thessalonian letters would suggest that Paul remained longer than three weeks and that the three weeks refers only to his ministry in the synagogue. Ramsay suggests Paul was in Thessalonica from Dec.50 to May 51. Certainly the persecution continued (1 Thes.2:13f; 3:3). Nevertheless, the church became a centre of evangelism (1 Thes.1:8f). 





�  Compare also the notices of “prominent Greek women” in this part of the world (Greece and western Asia-Minor) in 13:50; 16:14 and 1:4. Obviously, the status of women, in these areas of Greek culture at any rate, had considerably improved since classical times. Interestingly, it is also these two areas, Corinth and Ephesus (of which Timothy was the pastor) to which Paul wrote his correctives to women becoming prominent in the church in a wrong way. Whatever else may have motivated Paul in his restrictions on women in the public and official affairs of the church, he certainly was not accommodating local norms.


�  It is not proper to speak of the Roman Catholic Church until after the Council of Trent, which concluded in 1663.


�  CC Martindale, The Faith of the Roman Church, p.v., slightly paraphrased for readability, but the meaning unchanged.
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